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Abstract 
This thesis explores the way in which a realistic representation of a specific martial art in a martial arts 
movie is conveyed and to what extent this serves nationalistic purposes. The focus is to introduce a new 
approach of categorizing the performative body of the actor. The fashion in which the display of skill is 
portrayed, determines not only credibility of the performance, but also determines whether or not a 
martial arts movie can serve as a platform for a rediscovery of lost cultural heritage. The realistic 
depiction of a specific indigenous martial art such as Wingchun in Wilson Yip’s Ip Man (2008) as: (a) 
effective, (b) truthful to the martial art techniques in real-life, and (c) built on a story of national pride, 
serves nationalistic purposes. I argue in this thesis that we have been witnessing the emergence of a 
new trend in martial arts cinema: effective realism. 
Introduction 
Chinese martial arts have long been regarded as one of the distinctive cultural elements of China. During 
the course of Chinese history they have manifested themselves in various expressions of nationalism 
through bodily performances. Not only in terms of military usage, aesthetical value in performance, and 
literary interpretations, but also through cinematic implementations. Martial arts cinema displays an 
exciting symbiotic relationship between the aesthetic and technological mediation.  
  In this thesis I will attempt to answer the following question: ‘what function does verisimilitude 
serve in fight scenes in Hong Kong kungfu cinema?’ At the base of my argument lays the hypothesis that 
verisimilitude, throughout the relatively short history of kungfu cinema, is present in the depiction of 
specific martial arts in kungfu films and that it underwent a progressive line towards an accurate 
representation of the specific martial art a film claims to be portraying.  
  I will start by clearly defining my field of research: kungfu cinema. I will define some important 
terminology which will be used throughout my argumentation. Here I shall also shed some light on the 
importance of martial arts in Chinese history and its implications on nationalism. Before the emergence 
of cinema, martial arts have always played a fundamental role in defining ‘Chinese identity’. Martial arts 
reinvented and reintroduced itself as a strong nationalistic voice through which Chinese people found 
unification. In this section I aim to demonstrate the historical importance of martial arts as a part of 
Chinese identity, its first emergence on screen and its development towards realism, ergo kungfu 
cinema.  
  The second part will entail an elaboration on the development of realism on screen and will 
continue with the symbiotic relationship between nationalism and this progressive realistification of 
kungfu in kungfu films. Here I will attempt to provide evidence for the global phenomenon of the 
proposed phenomenon of effective- realism through which nationalism finds new ground in visual 
projection. I shall do this by means of a triangular analysis of the Thai production Ong Bak: Muay Thai 
Warrior, the Indonesian production The Raid: Redemption, and Hong Kong production Ip Man.  
  In the last and final part I will take on a more global perspective and aim to demonstrate that 
this trend of using specific ‘nationalistic martial arts’ could be defined as a result of globalization in 
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which Orientalism, Occidentalism and primitivism are important factors. In the end I will sum up my 
findings. 
Chapter 1: wushu, wuxia and kungfu: fantasy versus reality 
1.1 Wushu, kungfu, gongfu, martial art, and Chinese terminology in English 
Like the martial arts themselves, the terminology used in Chinese to discuss martial arts has changed 
over time. To add to the confusion, various Romanization systems are used to render Chinese 
pronunciation into Western alphabets, making very unclear just what exactly is being discussed. Terms 
such as ‘wushu’, ‘kungfu’, ‘gongfu’, and ‘martial art’, despite of their shared core traits (combative 
purposes and accompanying moral values), are often erroneously used interchangeably as general terms 
to describe ‘the Chinese fighting arts’. In this section I hope to clarify some of the common 
misconceptions surrounding the terminology attributed to martial arts in general.  
  Firstly, the general term 武术 wushu means ‘martial art’ and as a term can be seen as what I 
would like to call the ’Chinese pan-martial art’; it encompasses all of China’s martial arts, ergo does not 
define, describe or embody a specific style by itself. It is merely an umbrella term that comprehends the 
immense diverse corpus of Chinese martial arts. Nowadays, wushu had made its way into the English 
vocabulary. However, wushu as a term in modern times has transformed itself into yet another 
description for a specific type of physical performance: that of competitive sports. Modern wushu is one 
of China’s biggest and most celebrated national sports. The same term wushu is used here, however, 
theatrical performance and staged fight scenes in which formalized movements that replicate 
movements used in combat called 套路 taolu have become the main focus of training and competitions. 
Without going into technical specifics about the sport itself, it is clear that there is a distinction between 
wushu as the pan-martial art category and wushu as one of the Chinese national sports.  
  The English term ‘martial art’ is ambiguous in the sense that, by definition, it does not merely 
describe Chinese martial arts, although it is often used to refer to a specific Chinese feature. In order to 
make clear what type of martial art(s) is being dealt with, both Chinese and English have to specify the 
originating country or region of a specific martial arts such as Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Indonesian, 
Filipino, Brazilian, European, etc. I will use the term ‘wushu’ as the Chinese pan-martial art, ‘modern 
wushu’ as the modern sport variant, and specify the origins of a martial art when using the term ‘martial 
art’.  
  Secondly, the Oxford English Dictionary incorrectly defines ‘Kung-fu’ or ‘kung-fu’ as the Chinese 
form of karate. ‘Kung-fu’ is the Romanization for the Chinese characters 功夫 in the Wade-Giles 
transcription, and ‘gongfu’ in the Pinyin system that is currently the most widely used, though ‘gongfu’ 
has thus far not entered English dictionaries. In classical, literary and modern Chinese, the term is not 
specific to the martial arts, but, meaning ‘effort’, ‘skill’, ‘fruit of labor’, or even ‘a period of time’. 
According to Theeboom, the association of gongfu with martial arts is more popular in the southern 
parts of China and it relates to the rigorous training practices: ‘Chinese migrant workers, often coming 
from Southern China, have undoubtedly influenced the popularity of this term in the West’ (Theeboom, 
2015: 2). By 1984, gongfu was used in the particular sense of martial arts in a Mainland Chinese 
newspaper (Lorge, 2011: 9). Lorge opts for the possibility that the use of kungfu in English may be due to 
a misunderstanding or mistranslation of modern Chinese, possibly through movie subtitles or dubbing 
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(Lorge, 2011: 9). I personally find it more likely that the term kungfu, as a description of Chinese martial 
arts in the English speaking part of the world, stems from Bruce Lee’s (李振藩 Li Zhenfan, 1940-1973) 
explanation of the distinction between Japanese and Chinese martial arts which he gave in several 
interviews during the early sixties. The pioneering role Lee played in the introduction to Chinese martial 
arts, culture and thinking as well as the influence on an audience who was not familiar with Chinese 
culture is paramount. He paved the way for new definitions of unfamiliar things China had to offer. 
Especially because Lee originated from the southern Chinese city Hong Kong, where, as made clear by 
Theeboom, the usage of the word gongfu was well established. In any case, kungfu was not a word used 
in Chinese to refer directly to Chinese martial arts until twentieth century. Nowadays kungfu has 
become the generic term to describe (Chinese) martial arts on screen.  
  In this thesis I will primarily use the term kungfu in the context of kungfu cinema, ergo, cinema 
that entails Chinese martial arts in the Chinese pan-martial art definition of the word. From this point 
forward I shall use all of the above terms by their given definitions, unless specified differently. 
1.2 The recurring importance and reintroduction of wushu 
The Chinese martial arts have always been bound to notions of a strong nation in terms of military 
applications. However, from a very early point in Chinese history, the martial arts underwent several 
transformations in terms of fields of execution. ‘Martial dances’ firstly appeared in the earliest Dynasties 
in which military victories were commemorated through reenactment (Lorge, 2011: 15-28). The 
importance of a strong military and as such the relevance of skilled soldiers was paramount. Records of 
celebrations of martial accomplishments were recorded for the first time during the Han Dynasties (202 
BC – 220 CE), which began to form an essential part of aristocratic identity (Lorge, 2011: 16). He adds to 
this that during the Han the 百戏 baixi or ‘Hundred Events’ arose, which served as a variety show filled 
with displays of martial prowess for visiting guests from the various non-Han foreign representatives 
(Lorge, 2011: 66). 
  During the Tang Dynasty (628 CE – 907 CE), we see wushu as a recurring theme in Chinese 
literature (Lorge, 2011: 97; Lu, 2014: 321; Idema, 1990) which clearly demonstrates the ongoing 
importance and value of wushu in the society. Many poems and stories such as ‘侠客行 Xiake Xing’ ‘Ode 
to Gallantry’ and ‘聂隐娘 Nie Yinniang’ ‘Nie Yinniang’1 were written during this period. Previously, 
weapon dances likely derived from actual patterns of techniques used in martial arts training and were 
performed by and for warriors in an explicitly martial context. In the Tang dynasty we ﬁrst see mention 
of a martial display by a non-warrior in a non-martial context (Lorge, 2011: 104).  
  The Ming dynasty (1368 CE – 1644 CE) was a politically unstable and violent dynasty in which 
martial arts and violence were regular and understood components of ordinary farming-based Chinese 
life. Rebellions, banditry and clan feuds all used the martial arts as the basic skills of violence and as 
such, violence became a commodity. Not only in the basic definition of the need for self-defense 
methods on a practical level, but also on a literary level. In the literary tradition of 武侠 wuxia ‘martial 
hero novels’, 罗贯中 Luo Guanzhong (1280 CE – 1360 CE) and 施耐庵 Shi Nai’an (1296 CE – 1372 CE) 
wrote ‘三國演義 Sanguo yanyi’ ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ and ‘水滸傳 Shuihuzhuan’ ‘Water 
Margin’ respectively during the Ming, which were later ranked among ‘The Four Great Classical Novels’ 
                                                             
1 Also known as ‘The Assassin’. 
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of Chinese literature. Furthermore, during the mid- to late-Ming, an unprecedented amount of martial 
arts and military training manuals were produced due to the fact the dynasty’s original military system 
did not only fail to produce adequately trained men but it also lost a substantial amount of its 
knowledge of how to train soldiers, use weapons, and fight battles (see Lorge: 2011, Needham: 1994, 
Ven: 2000). 
  As described in chapter 1.1, wushu, as a category, is a comprehensive term which does not 
sufficiently distinguish between different styles specifically. The mid- to late Ming equivalent would be 
拳法 quanfa ‘(Chinese) boxing’, or ‘unarmed combat’. Many different styles of unarmed combat were 
developed and evolving but most importantly recorded by text on a grand scale (Lorge, 2011: 159). 
However, due to this large demographic scale, the variety of styles was too big and effectiveness was 
not the primary criterion. As shown by Henning: ‘Wushu practiced in villages as part of militia training 
had gradually evolved into a form of recreation and had become characterized by the ‘flowery’ 
movements associated with self-expression (Henning, 1995: 320)’. Effective styles of wushu had to be 
reinvented from these existing flowery movements. The famous Ming general 戚继光 Qi Jiguang (1528 
CE – 1588 CE) gave voice to this need by innovating military training. He developed a boxing routine 
comprised of 32 forms selected from what he considered to be the most effective martial art styles of 
the day which served as the basis for every soldier in their martial training. He drafted several manuals, 
two of the most famous are the ‘练兵实级 Lianbing Shiji’ ‘Actual Record of Training’ and the ‘纪效新书
Jixiao Xinshu’ ‘New Book of Effective Discipline’, which would serve as the basis of all military training 
during the mid to late Ming. Qi achieved many military successes through these innovative training 
methods, especially in defeating pirate attacks.  
  After the establishment of the Republic of China in 1912, against the background of the First 
World War, practicing wushu was seen as a basic approach to achieve national salvation (Lu, 2014: 321). 
Logically, this view was further promoted amid booming nationalism and militarism, which had been 
stimulated by the painful history of China’s defeats at the hands of foreign powers in the late nineteenth 
century. Chinese people believed that practicing wushu meant the promotion of traditional culture even 
to such an extent that wushu was included in the curricula of schools and universities (Lu, 2014: 321). 
Under the influence of the Anti-Christian Movement as well as an anti-imperialist nationalism triggered 
by the May Fourth Movement of 1919, the promotion of wushu received even stronger support from 
the Chinese people and government (Lu&Li, 2004: 44).  
  Some of the New Culture Movement’s leaders and anti-tradition thinkers such as 鲁迅 Lu Xun 
(1881 CE – 1936 CE) and 陈独秀 Chen Duxiu (1879 CE – 1942 CE), however, critized wushu as a feudal 
and unscientific cultural feature (Fan, 2014: 74). Wushu was deemed by some anti-tradition and pro-
Western thinkers as an outdated practice that should be abandoned (Fan, 2014: 74). Practices of 
traditional identities could not survive in modern times. However, the full-scale outbreak of the Second 
Sino-Japanese War in 1937 led to a new conceptualization of wushu in the form of the slogan ‘Saving the 
Nation through Physical Exercises’ (Fan, 2014: 77) and was renamed into 国术 guoshu or ‘national art’. 
This term embodies the inherent potential of nationalism in the practice of martial arts. Yet again, 
wushu had successfully reestablished itself as an important part of Chinese cultural heritage.  
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1.3 The transposition of the kungfu movie from the wuxia genre 
According to Lu, the revival of wushu in the 1930’s was accompanied by the rise of martial arts films and 
its overwhelming popularity made wushu into one of the most important themes for filmmakers from 
the beginning of China’s film industry (Lu, 2014: 321). Classic wushu novels and stories (wuxia) were 
turned into films and became very popular (Lu, 2014: 322). However, Lu merely attributes this 
popularity to ‘a call from leading Chinese film-makers and directors for the promotion of ‘a national 
spirit’’ (Lu, 2014: 322), without further specifying this term. She failed to mention the central dogma in 
the wuxia genre, which is 江湖  jianghu or ‘alternate society’ (lit. ‘rivers and lakes’). This refers to ’an 
abstract entity that can mirror the real world in which 侠 xia ‘knight-errant’ and their code of conduct 
are put into operation’ (Teo, 2009: 18). Hamm clarifies this by stating that the jianghu can be 
concretized in ‘the complex of inns, highways and waterways, deserted temples, bandits’ lairs, and 
stretches of wilderness at the geographic and moral margins of settled society’ (Hamm, 2006: 17), ipso 
facto functioning as an alternate society. In situations where people could not count on the rule of law 
to ensure their safety, the knight-errant resorted to violence as the only way ensure justice and 
defending the common people. In my opinion, it is this form of condoned violence that defines the 
morale of ‘the national spirit’ as described by Lu. Teo underlines this by claiming it was argued that the 
population had turned to wuxia as a form of wish-fulfilment: the activities of the wuxia heroes 
were ’providing the enjoyment of vicarious victories where real-life victories were impossible’ (Teo, 
2009: 30). This led to a re-engagement with guoshu, especially because of its affiliations with the 
concept of New Heroism, led by 孙逸仙 Sun Yat-sen (Sun Yixian in Mandarin2) (1866 CE – 1925 CE), 
which emphasized military spirit and strengthening the nation by eliminating the stigma of China being 
the ‘sick man of Asia’. This term is observed by Christopher Hamm as one employed in the Republican 
era to embody ’a project of reinventing martial traditions in the service of nationalistic self-
strengthening’ (Hamm, 2006: 8). 
   
The general consensus amongst film historians on the first ever wuxia film is attributed to Lee Fee-Fee 
the Heroine (1925) (see Lu: 2014, Zhu: 2001). The fantastic strand of wuxia fiction was inherited from 
the genre of the ghost stories and 传奇 chuanqi ‘tales of the strange’ and it is in this strange and 
fantastic world that the cinema has displayed particularly well. Depictions of supernatural feats such as 
轻功 qinggong ‘skill of weightlessness’, flying sword combat and energetic beams shot from limbs all 
attributed to the basis of the genre’s popularity in cinema.  
  Following the end of the Second World War, virtually the whole Shanghai film industry was 
transplanted into Hong Kong where the wuxia genre regenerated itself all over again as a popular form 
of entertainment (Teo, 2009: 51-52). It is from this period onwards we see the Hong Kong cinema 
providing us its own characteristic genre of martial art action cinema: ‘Kungfu’. Stephen Teo summarizes 
this development as ’an intertextual transposition from one form [Wuxia] to the other [Kungfu], not a 
historical break from each other’ (Teo, 2009: 81). Upon this point in time, martial arts films had usually 
been full of displays of supernatural skills. Furthermore, one of the distinct elements of wuxia, as 
defined by Zhu, is a valuation of drama, or theatricality, over cinema (Zhu, 2001: 452). In which cinema is 
                                                             
2 From this point forward names in between brackets are the names in Mandarin. 
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defined as cinematographic qualities such as camera angles, light work, etc. and drama or theatricality 
as the narrative vehicle. In other words, the aesthetical value was defined through the story stylistically 
told rather than the quality and/or quantity of cinematographic techniques, including choreography of 
fighting scenes.  
  Thus, in order to maintain interest, the producers attempted to boost the visual spectacle by 
means of molding the wuxia ideology of the xia and the dogma of jianghu into a new form accompanied 
by the introduction of ‘real fighting’. Director 胡鹏 Wu Pang (Hu Peng) (1909 - 2000), who created the 
Wong Fei-hung series, explained that the reason why he forged a new direction in the Chinese martial 
art cinema was because audiences were getting tired of the fantasy routines often shoddily staged and 
executed (Teo, 2009: 58). The theatrical and opera-stylized choreography in fight scenes began to be 
replaced with actual wushu techniques. However, the explanation by Teo that follows surprises me, he 
continues by taking on director Hu Peng’s clarification on the innovative usage of ‘Southern Shaolin 
style’ instead of the hitherto commonly used ‘Northern Wudang style’ in the first kungfu movie ever 
produced - The Adventures of Fong Sai-yuk (1938) - as being factual existing choreographic distinct 
entities without defining the distinctive artistic or technical characteristics of ‘Northern Wudang’ and 
‘Southern Shaolin’. Defining specific techniques that can be ascribed to fighting choreography would 
make the evaluation of martial art cinema more measurable and concrete in terms of approach. The 
distinction however between northern Wudang and southern Shaolin is vague and there is no definitive 
proof of this presented Wudang-Shaolin juxtaposition. Many scholars on martial arts in general as well 
as Chinese martial art cinema, for some reason, seem to linger in the muddled account of the so-called 
Northern ‘exoteric’ (外家 waijia) 少林 Shaolin versus Southern ‘esoteric’ (内家 neijia) 武当 Wudang 
schools of boxing, as well as takin on the premise of the origins of Chinese boxing to the legendary Zen 
monk Bodhidharma. Doing so, they completely ignore the profound and solid historical work of Stanley 
Henning in the 1980’s, and that of Tang Hao and Xu Zhen in the 1930’s. The point Teo was trying to 
make, in spite of the elusive attribution of Wudang and Shaolin, focusses on the change in fighting 
techniques portrayed in martial art cinema by the introduction of ‘real fighting’. This innovation of 
realism is underlined by many other scholars such as Judkins (2015), Lu (2014), Hamm (2006), Zhu 
(2001), Rodriguez (1997), Sek (1980). 
  Teo further claims The Adventures of Fong Sai-yuk (1938) as the beginning of a trend by Hong 
Kong’s filmmakers to depict authentic local heroes and their ‘idiosyncratic practice of martial arts’ (Teo, 
2009: 61). Rodriguez adds to this by saying ’the intent of these films was to preserve and disseminate a 
range of presumed authentic martial arts postures and movements’ (Rodriguez, 1997: 9). The terms 
‘idiosyncratic’ and ‘authentic’ are insufficiently explained in my opinion. ‘Idiosyncratic’ would imply the 
existence of actual kungfu skills of the actors and stuntmen in films, whereas previously there, 
supposedly, was none. ‘Authenticity’ is an elusive term in the context of martial arts, since it is 
predominantly an oral tradition. In chapter 2 I will elaborate in detail on the different depictions of 
martial art styles specifically, choreography and actual martial art skills of actors over time as a gradual 
development in terms of verisimilitude in bodily performance of the martial artist as an actor. My main 
point here is that the introduction of the supposed ‘real fighting’ has been the transitional incentive 
from wuxia to kungfu film, however the definition of ‘real fighting’, at this point, is still vague.  
  After the release of The Adventures of Fong Sai-yuk (1938), the renewed genre really kicked off 
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because of the Wong Fei-hung films from 1949. 黄飞鸿 Wong Fei-hung (Huang Feihong) (1847-1924) 
was an actual Cantonese kungfu legend who is known for his 洪家拳 Honggarkun (Hong jiaquan) 
‘Honggar kungfu’ and his work as a highly skilled physician. The Story of Wong Fei-hung (1949) was the 
first of many movies attributed to this persona in which classical ‘Confucian moral values such as 义 yi 
‘righteousness’, 信 xin ‘trust’, 公 gong ‘meritorious service’, […] all served as the ethical principles 
guiding the behavior and actions of the xia’ (Xu, 1995: 22-23). ’Wong Fei-hung was therefore the model 
of an early twentieth-century xia inheriting and passing on historicist topoi of patriarchy, celibacy, 
nationalism, and a Confucian ethos mixed with principles of tolerance, virtue and patience, but within 
the body of a Cantonese language and identity’ (Teo, 2009: 59). The Cantonese opera actor translating 
this persona on screen was 关德兴 Gwaan Tak-Hing (Guan Dexing) (1905-1996). The prevalent 
Cantonese nature of the project resonated with the identity of the local audience. The Wong Fei-hung 
series proved to be so successful that a total of 61 sequels were produced during the 1950’s.  
  The described period of transition paved the way for the Shaw brothers to ‘introduce the next 
and groundbreaking 新派 xinpai ’new school’ martial arts film in the mid 1960’s. In this new school 
martial art film concepts such as 播真 bozhen ‘realistic’, 真实 zhenshi ‘true and real’, in contrast to 失真
shizhen ‘loss of veracity’ and 虚假 xujia ‘false, or fabricated’ were repeatedly emphasized through the 
innovative stylistic choice of graphic depictions of violence’ (Yip, 2014: 83). As noted by Yip, the Shaw’s 
new martial arts films were characterized as a break with ‘conventional ‘stagy’ shooting methods’ and 
said to introduce new techniques that brought about ‘a high level of realism, particularly in the fighting 
sequences’ (Yip, 2014: 83). It is in this next developmental stage of the kungfu cinema that the shooting 
methods were reinvented and took a direction towards realism by rejecting the focus on the narrative 
and supernatural elements, which was hitherto predominant in wuxia, and replacing this with elements 
of ‘true and real fighting’.  
  From this point onwards this new found realism of ‘realistic fighting’, again, reinvented itself 
several times by progressively redefining the boundaries of condoned aggression on screen as well as 
verisimilitude in depictions of genuine martial arts techniques. Masculinity and later a ‘street-fighting 
resemblance’, became dominant. In the next section I shall elaborate on the technical specifics and 
terminology in fighting scenes from the earliest kungfu films up until the most recent examples. In my 
research so far, no scholar has attempted to take on the approach of technical analysis of the martial 
skill(s) used in kungfu cinema, both in terms of the depicted martial arts and the real-life skills of martial 
art actors. Teo provides us with very insightful information through oral accounts of kungfu cinema 
directors on stylistic choices, however Teo does not take into account the relevance of the actual skill of 
the martial artist as an actor, nor the importance of the ways of conveyance of accurate representations 
of fighting techniques. Especially in terms of nationalism.  
Chapter 2: Nationalism through realism in kungfu movies 
2.1 Realism(s) through visual performance 
There are many different ways to think about realism in martial arts performances in kungfu films, and I 
would like to propose two as leading concepts: (1) social occurrences as a theme, and (2) corporeal 
verisimilitude. As I have indicated in the previous chapter, martial arts are inextricably linked with 
militarism and, ipso facto, nationalism. Lu observes that ‘the martial arts movie as a genre is an art form 
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characterized by a nationalistic framework in which the essential spirit is to inherit and preserve the 
core values of Chinese tradition and to stress a sense of nationalism’ (Lu, 2014: 331). ‘Chinese tradition’ 
in this sense means a deep valuation of the core characteristics of the xia, as described in chapter 1.3. Lu 
has demonstrated in her article ‘Projecting the ‘Chineseness’: Nationalism, Identity and Chinese Martial 
Arts Films’ that the popularity and success of this type of films determines not only the important place 
of wushu in Chinese nationalism, but also the influence of nationalism on Chinese cinema. Indeed, as 
stated by Yeh, ‘martial arts cinema has functioned as an important vehicle for the ‘maintenance and 
reinvention of nationhood’ (Yeh, 2005: 2). 
  Cinema can serve and has served as an excellent platform to promote a ‘national spirit’ or 
‘national consciousness’ (Zhang, 2004: 57) that is welcomed by the Chinese audience. Off course, this 
national consciousness is defined through affiliation with significant social developments and 
occurrences. These socio-historical dynamics, then, serve as a cinematographic theme through which 
realism can manifest itself; the second is defined through corporeal verisimilitude that can be 
approached from two perspectives: the performative body of the actor, and the corporeal sensations of 
the audience. I shall start with an elaboration on social developments and events.  
  The story of Burning of the Red Lotus Monastery (1928) is based on the account of a group of 
Han Chinese Wushu masters who opposed the rule of the Manchu regime. According to Lu, ‘nationalism 
was one of the main reasons behind the success of this film, and from the early 1900’s, nationalism 
based on the notion of nation state and the consciousness of sovereignty [over the Manchu regime] 
began to rise’ (Lu, 2014: 322). Continuing on the anti-Manchu sentiment was The Adventures of Fong 
Sai-yuk (1938), the main character was a leading anti-Manchu activist from the school of Shaolin. In the 
1940’s many pictures were made in which the plots were based on ‘heroic stories of real or legendary 
wushu masters, advocating traditional Chinese virtues and ethics including justice, loyalty, faith, 
integrity, etiquette, sacrifice, tolerance, forgiveness and filial piety’ (Lu, 2014: 323). All of this seems 
plausible, however Lu does not take censorship into account; direct representations of Japanese 
suppression was forbidden in the 1930’s, hence the ‘Manchu cover-up’.  
  Through the sixties and seventies China encountered several defeats which resulted in a 
defensive nationalistic sentiment in movies. Stereotypical depictions of brave endeavors by Chinese 
resistance against alien occupiers (Japan, USA and the UK) were popular themes in Hong Kong kungfu 
cinema. Li states that ‘Hong Kong’s film industry was influenced by the […] anti-colonial sentiments 
expressed during the 1967 riots3. From the late 1960’s onwards, martial arts films produced in Hong 
Kong began to form a new cultural imagination, which was constituted by and constituting of popular 
nationalism’ (Li, 2001: 515).  
  This cultural imagination involved a sentiment of reviving China and through the focus on the 
image of a muscular and masculine body portrayed in the arsenal of traditional Chinese martial arts (Li, 
2001: 515-516; see also Tasker, 1996 and Bordwell, 2000). In kungfu films, the depiction of a masculine 
body is deployed to bring across an image of a strong China under oppressing foreign forces (Li, 2010: 
516). It is in this period of the characteristic kungfu cinema we see titles such as The Chinese Boxer 
                                                             
3 Hong Kong 1967 riots refers to the large-scale leftist riots between pro-Communists and their sympathizers, and 
the establishment. 
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(1970) and the emergence of the iconic ‘kungfu-physique’ in which the process of rigorous training is 
explicitly exhibited on screen. The general tendency in movies in this period is a portrayal of wushu 
masters as national heroes who had helped the Chinese restore their confidence and dignity by 
defeating foreign fighters, who represent imperialist powers. Powerful examples of this new trend in 
kungfu film are Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow (1978) and Drunken Master (1978). In these movies the 
protagonist undergoes severe physical training through which the physical body becomes the 
embodiment of the sentiment of a ‘self-strengthening’ nation. This exhibitionistic tendency of 
masculinity is even more evident in Bruce Lee’s body, especially in his films Fist of Fury (1972) and Way 
of the Dragon (1972) (Tasker, 1996: 440).  
  From the mid-1990’s onwards, China’s defensive nationalism and Sino-Western confrontation 
were expressed intensively in martial arts films produced in both Mainland China as well as Hong Kong 
(Lu, 2014: 328). Lu continues by categorizing these films into three classifications: the first were films set 
in a context of ‘Chinese-Western’ confrontation in contemporary times (Lu, 2014: 328). Plots of this 
category were based on stories of Chinese wushu masters in foreign lands, with local gangsters and 
mafia as their opponents. The Master (1992) is one of the leading examples. 
  The second category of films has its roots in modern Chinese history and their plots were based 
on major historical events (Lu, 2014: 329). Wong Fei-hung (1991), Wong Fei-hung II (1992), Fang Shi Yu 
(1993), and Iron Monkey (1993) all depict local (Qing folk) heroes that use their kungfu to overthrow the 
oppressing regime. The third category entails films that were set in the Republic of China era (1912-
1949) in which the plots were set against the background of foreign occupation and the Sino-Japanese 
War (1931-1945) (Lu, 2014: 329). Anti-Japanese and anti-imperialist sentiment was the backbone of this 
type of films and it goes without saying that fight scenes from these films had a cathartic effect on the 
audience’s built up aggression towards Japan. Lu opts for Fist of Legend (1994), the remake of Fist of 
Fury as the trendsetter of this category. Fearless (2006), Ip Man (2008), and Ip Man II (2012) are also 
accounted for.  
  In short, reoccurring themes of defensive nationalism was rooted in the feeling of national 
humiliation brought about a series of defeats at the hands of imperialists and colonial powers at the 
turn of the twentieth century which resulted in a surge of hostility towards Western countries, the 
Manchu regime, and Japan. The cathartic effect of the ongoing theme of the oppressors taking a serious 
‘Chinese beating’, enables the kungfu movie genre to thrive amongst the Chinese public in different eras 
(see Ma&Qiu, 2013; Tan, 2015). In the next section I shall elaborate on the second axis of my argument: 
corporeal realism.  
‘Realism’ as a term, in the context of kungfu cinema and specifically the portrayed kungfu styles in 
kungfu movies, is often mistaken for the more problematic term ‘authenticity’, and vice versa. In my 
opinion ‘authenticity’ as a descriptive term—in the context of martial arts in general as well as kungfu 
cinema—should be avoided at all cost. First of all because it is a very elusive term in the martial arts 
world. There is a never-ending debate in every school and every lineage of a specific martial arts style on 
how authentic their techniques are. The corpus of techniques attributed to a specific style serve to 
legitimize certain groups by creating lineages of practice, or physical histories (see: Lorge, 2011). 
Secondly because martial arts action on screen is a cinematographic entity instead of a documentary-
like representation of a specific kungfu style. Filmic elements such as exaggerations of abilities and 
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special effects are required in order to awe the audience; a fight scene is not a documentary of a fight 
style, but rather a collaboration of technical mediation (special effects, editing) and the performative 
body of the actor (historically real martial arts techniques), of which the end-product will always be in 
favor of ensuring visual spectacle. However, as pointed out by Yip, this visual spectacle ‘varies across 
time and is intimately linked to changes of experimental modes in different historical circumstances’ 
(Yip, 2014: 77). Tan points out that ‘historical aesthetics is a product of Hongkong Kungfu movies under 
the specific historical conditions and is crucial to explain a ‘national character’ of cinema in the 
Hongkong area’ (Tan, 2015: 30-31). The core element of this visual spectacle is defined by the depiction 
of violence, perceived on and through the physicality of the actors (see Tan, 2015; Ma & Qiu, 2013). 
  In the following section I shall take a closer look at the progressing realism in the conveyance 
and usage of fighting techniques. Lu opted for a three folded categorization for the theme of defensive 
nationalism. I would like to provide a threefold of categories that distinguish the specifics of the 
Chinese- and other martial arts action on screen: ‘Credible Exaggeration’, ‘Martial Method-actors’, and 
‘Effective Realism’; based on the premise that the transposition of kungfu cinema was materialized 
through the implementation of ‘real-kungfu’ and keeping in mind that the end-product is always a 
collaboration between technical mediation and performance. 
2.1.1 ‘Credible exaggeration’  
As I have demonstrated in chapter 1 wushu has, throughout the course of Chinese history, always 
played a significant role in, the achievement of military successes, the celebration of commemorative 
‘martial dances’, the political value of the display of martial prowess, as well as serving as a nationalistic 
platform in order to achieve national salvation. Taking up on this fluid nature of wushu, it has proven 
itself to be more than capable to, firstly, enter the cinematic world and, secondly, even adapting itself in 
terms of visual spectacle on screen. Continuing on this, I shall demonstrate in chapter 4 that the Chinese 
martial arts partially have survived because of globalization, especially through the medium of film. This 
section deals with the first category of performative verisimilitude.  
  The martial arts have always been closely related to street theatre, ceremonial celebrations (lion 
dances), music, acrobatics and especially street theatre (Kei, 1980: 27; Anderson, 2001: 66), which 
implies the existence of actual skill of the actor in the field of martial arts. The traditional wuxia 
phantasy elements, in combination with the aesthetics derived from Chinese opera of lengthy staged 
unarmed fights composed of grand movements, defined the appeal of the first kungfu fight scenes on 
screen. Actors of movies from this period, such as the famous Gwaan Tak-Hing, who played the 
protagonist in almost all of the early titles in the Wong Fei-Hung series, were renowned actors of the 粤
剧 Yueju ‘Cantonese Opera’ tradition. Indeed, the influence of Chinese opera created a stage-bound 
aesthetic, with long takes and little editing, to emphasize the skills of the fighters (Teo, 2009: 72). For 
example, 胡金銓 King Hu (Hu Jinquan) (1931 - 1997) notes the importance of the Chinese opera star 韩
英杰 Han Yingjie (1927 - 1991) for the choreography of the action scenes in Come Drink With Me (1971) 
and A Touch of Zen (1971) (Berry and Farquhar, 2006: 53). 唐佳 Tong Kai (Tang Xia), one of the action 
choreographers during the sixties, stated: 
 ‘We learned somersaults — it wasn't proper kung fu then, but the kind of somersaults and skill of pulling  
horses performed in the Cantonese opera’ (Tong Kai in: Yung, 2005: 25). 
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  Wu Pang, who created the Wong Fei-hung series, stated, as described in chapter 1.3, that the 
theatrical and opera-stylized choreography in fight scenes began to be replaced with actual southern 
Chinese wushu techniques. The juxtaposed differences in kungfu performances between 北派 beipai 
‘the northern school’ versus 南派 nanpai ‘the southern school’ is something Wu implemented in order 
to ‘make a contribution to the rescue of the martial art cinema of his generation’ (Wu in Teo, 2009: 58-
59)4. The stylistic and performative differences between northern and southern wushu can be 
characterized by means of emphasis; generally speaking, the northern variation of wushu puts more 
emphasis on leg-techniques, where the southern variation puts more emphasis on arm-techniques. 
However, fight scenes in this category were still choreographed as a dance; very rhythmic and 
exaggerated. I use the term ‘exaggerated’ because all of the movements are, although ham-fisted, being 
exhibited in full motion in order to capture it fully. A kick is shot as a movement or technique from 
beginning to end, only after the full completion of this movement we see a parry or counterattack from 
the opponent; and not half-way through the technique. Simply put, it is nothing more than a turn-based 
game of ‘legs-and-arms-tag’. Some examples:  
  
Fig. 1: Gwaan Tak-Hing en Shih Kien in Huang Fei-Hong’s 
Victory at Ma Village (1958).  
                                                             
4 Lau Kar-leung has revealed in an interview that Yuen Siu-tin was the first action choreographer that brought the 
northern school of kungfu to Hong Kong in 1949. See Yung, 2005 p. 26, 34. Wu’s statement, as claimed by Teo, 
implies a reactionary initiative against the ‘invasion’ of the northern school. However, unfortunately, Teo does not 
elaborate further on this. 
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Fig. 2: ibid. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In short, the appeal of the credible exaggeration stems from an innate sense of Cantonese identity. This 
identity is defined through Guan Dexing as an embodiment of Cantonese (theatrical) lineage, and the 
persona of Wong Fei-hung being a local Cantonese legend. The implementation of ‘real fighting’ is not 
yet fully perceivable, especially since the portayed techniques are not tangibly ‘lethal’; the audience 
does not feel the blows. However as juxtaposed against the phantasy elements in the former wuxia 
genre, there seems to be a noticeable element of ‘realistification’. The implementation of southern-style 
wushu, where the emphasis lays on arm-techniques, is another example of the juxtaposition with the 
prior format: the northern-style, where the emphasis lays on leg-techniques.  
  As Yves Gendron observes, the protagonist’s kungfu is characterized by ‘swingy arm’ fighting; 
the flailing fists and unextended kicks that were standard ‘kungfu’ before Bruce Lee and Shaws’ Shaolin 
cycle established the trend for verisimilitude (Gendron, 2004). But Lau Kar-leung seems to have brought 
the same attention to detail to the fighting scenes that he would later bring to the Hunggar style (洪家
拳 Hongjia quan) that was part of his family’s legacy. Generally speaking, Hunggar kungfu in 
characterized by low stances, flailing fist movements, and low-aimed kicks as can be seen in figure 3 
below, and in the flimsy kick executed by Guan in the above given figure 1. 
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Fig. 3. Basic Hunggar movements. http://www.hiyaapodcast.com/episode-7-interview-gary-mitchell/ [last accessed 
on 18-05-2016] 
 
Shaws’ action stars would later get crash courses in southern Shaolin boxing, which includes Hunggar, 
Wingchun, White Crane, a.o. Because of its Cantonese identity and popularized through the very 
successful Wong Fei-hung series, as well as the long and flailing fist movements, Honggar specifically 
lends itself well for this transitional period in terms of performative changes. These skills occupy a 
culturally and institutionally specific position in Hong Kong cinema history, the transition of the 京剧 
Jingju opera performers into stunt work and choreography (Hunt, 2005: 73). This tradition culminated in 
the 1980’s stunt work of Jackie Chan and his peers [Yuen Biao and Sammo Hung], who were all trained 
in the tradition of the Chinese Opera School. All of the actors were called ‘The Dragon-Tiger Masters’, 
which was a Cantonese opera term for martial artist, originally known as the ‘Five Army Tigers’ (Yung, 
2005: 25). From the 1970’s onwards, this phase of credible exaggeration underwent another alteration: 
actors such as Jackie Chan (陈港生 Chen Gangsheng, or 成龙 Cheng Long), Ti Lung (狄龙 Di Long), 
Gordon Liu (刘家辉 Liu Jiahui), Yuen Biao (元彪 Yuan Biao), Sammo Hung (洪金宝 Hong Jinbao), a.o. 
gave a visual voice to the display of physical power and masculinity. They are regarded as the third 
generation of the ‘Dragon-Tiger Masters’, as described by Lau Kar-leung (Lau in: Yung, 2005: 25).5  
  The display of power through muscular bodies performing severe physical training and engaging 
in intense, ongoing unarmed fights showed authentic physical skills as never seen before. The most 
persuasive examples of this are Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow (1978) and Fearless Hyena (1979). In this 
last title Jackie Chan, impressively so, undertakes uninterrupted fight scenes as long as twenty whole 
minutes. Several southern martial art styles are displayed and explicitly named in all of these titles. 
Close-ups on specific muscular groups of the body during training (fig. 6, 7, 8) as on facial expressions 
when for example doing back-lifts when seated upon by your master (fig. 4, 5) would be some of the 
most telling examples.  
                                                             
5 Yung provides a table of all of the mentioned actors, their masters, and the academies of Chinese Opera they 
attended. See Yung, 2005 p. 27. 
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Fig. 4. Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow (1978) (0:41:16’). 
 
  
Fig. 5. ibid. (0:41:21’) 
 Fig. 6. Fearless Hyena (1979) (1:04:59’). 
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Fig. 7. ibid. (1:04:35’). 
 
 Fig. 8. ibid. (1:04:39’). 
 
The portrayal of specific martial art styles requires different ways of framing a shot in order to convey 
them as ‘real’; close-ups of specific techniques, and swift alterations between these close-ups and wide-
shots (fig. 9, 10, 11) result in what Hunt defines as ‘a espousal of documentary accuracy’ (Hunt, 2003: 
30). Indeed, specific techniques from the acquired skills during the course of training in the film by the 
protagonist are shot in close-ups alternated by full-body shots. It is obvious in the upcoming examples 
(fig. 12, 13, 14) that Chan’s muscular body is juxtaposed against the fully dressed opponent. The overall 
skill of this opponent, played by Lee Hwang Jang, can be pinpointed to his native martial art Taekwondo. 
Lee is welcomed by fans for his exceptional kicking skills, which serves as a perfect juxtaposition against 
the southern upper body techniques displayed by Chan, and which are typical for the Chinese martial 
arts in the kungfu films in this category.  
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Fig. 9. Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow (1978) (1:13:18’), Eagle claw versus Cat claw. 
 
 
Fig. 10. ibid. (1:13:18’). 
 
 
Fig. 11. ibid. (1:15:12’) 
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Fig. 12. ibid. (1:14:14’) Lee performs a three-folded jumping kick to Chan’s chest. 
 
 
Fig. 13. ibid. (1:14:18’) 
 
 
Fig. 14. ibid. (1:14:22’) Lee performs a high kick. 
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Not only the focus on and the accurate portrayal of different techniques of specific martial arts 
contribute to realism in this category of kungfu cinema. Chan is known for his simple yet innovative 
‘tricks’ to convey a more street fighting element to the screen. Chan applies small amounts of powder 
onto different body parts that, when receiving blows, waft up in order to create a dramatic and visceral 
effect that directly addresses the physical experience of the audience (fig. 15). Pain, in terms of enduring 
severe physical training as well as the explicit display of impact, is overall present is Chan’s films, 
especially since it is well known he performs all of his own stunts. By impact I mean the physical effect of 
a strike on the body. No matter how hard Chan gets a beating, he always finds a way to get back up 
again. And it is exactly this relentlessness that embodies the nationalistic spirit of overcoming the stigma 
of the Chinese as the underdog. This focus on pain is also amplified by Chan’s vivid facial expressions, a 
treat that also finds its roots in his Chinese opera training.  
 
 
 
                 Fig. 15. Miracles (1989) (0:45:13’).  
 
 
Secondly, Chan cunningly choses a specific style of framing and editing. In his own words: ‘When in 
American movies you see the camera-angle move at the moment of impact, this means the actor 
doesn’t know how to fight’ (Chan, 1989). In other words, action and reaction are framed in the same 
shot, you see the impact. This results in a certain rhythm of the action on screen. But Chan has 
accomplished even more in terms of realism by ‘backwards-editing’. By this I mean copying some of the 
last frames from the last wide-shot right before the actual impact (fig. 16) and edit them into a close-up 
of the next shot when actually making the impact (fig. 17). Chan simply puts it as ‘Two shots combined. 
ZOOM! That’s power.’ (Chan, 1989). He elaborates on this briefly by stating that this type of editing 
speaks directly to the audience’s corporeal sensations as juxtaposed against the Hollywood editing 
methods of ‘dual view editing’ (editing technique through which a particular shot is recorded from two 
separate angles). This enables the editor to cover up the distance between the subject and the object of 
a particular strike. The portrayal of actual visual impact as such is avoided. Much more can be said here 
on the differences between a fight scene in Hollywood and a fight scene in Hong Kong cinema, however 
this would go beyond my field of research at this point. 
   22 
 
 
Fig. 16. Police Story 2 (1988) (1:15:25’).  
 
 
Fig. 17. ibid. (1:15:25’) 
Arguably, the ‘Jackie Chan kungfu film’ could be regarded as a separate discipline in the kungfu cinema. 
Especially since his films are renowned for the predominant role of comedy in which kungfu is ‘merely’ a 
theme or even a vehicle for the comedy. However since the overemphasis on theatricality in his works 
through facial expressions, rhythm in fight scenes, and editing ‘tricks’ that all directly address the 
audience on a corporeal level, I attribute Chan’s contributions to the proposed ‘credible exaggeration’ 
category. Even though his Hong Kong career spans over a time period of several decades in which he has 
gradually evolved his own unique style, the framing of ‘his’ exhibition of kungfu is still predominantly 
based on opera techniques6. Nevertheless, Chan’s work has had, and still has, profound influence on 
realism in kungfu cinema.  
                                                             
6 In this section I have not mentioned the basic arsenal of Chinese opera aesthetics: sigong ‘four skills’ and wufa 
‘five arts’; nor the use of props (zhuozigong ‘table skill’ and yizigong ‘chair skill’) and its role in Chinese opera. My 
main point in this section is the importance of opera skills which can be seen in the performances of the Dragon-
Tiger Masters. Further detailed explanation at this point seems redundant. For a full elaboration on this see Yung, 
2005 (esp. pp. 29-31). 
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  In short, ‘credible exaggeration’ is the first distinctive step in ‘realistifying’ kungfu in the context 
of film. Dragon-Tiger Masters portrayed a specific set of skills that stem from opera training. The 
innovative implementation of southern Chinese martial arts that blended well with the transition of 
Jingju towards stunt work and choreography, especially Hunggar due to its flailing fist movements. Chan 
has made paramount contributions to the field of realism through his ‘backwards-editing’ and the use of 
white powder to intensify the corporeal sensation of impact. Even though the role of the performing 
body of the actor became more prominent, the bodily performance itself remained heavily opera-based.  
2.1.2 ‘Martial-method acting’ 
From the late 1970’s to the early 1980’s onwards, new stars arose, such as Jet Li (李连杰 Li Lianjie) and 
Donnie Yen (甄子丹 Zhen Zidan). These actors are both regarded as two of the leading actors in 
contemporary martial art cinema and are both highly trained and skilled in various martial arts. 
However, the parts they played often entail the portrayal of a specific Chinese martial art master with a 
specific martial art style in which these actors themselves do not have any background in. These actors, 
were utilized to ensure the visual spectacle to awe the audience. The displayed expertise and body 
control of a highly skilled martial artist with a specific martial arts background indeed is more realistic in 
the sense that we see actual techniques from an existing martial art performed by the highly trained 
physical body of an expert. I would like to call this trend of utilizing the martial background of actors to 
bring across realistic fight scenes and thus ensuring visual spectacle, ‘martial method-acting’. Method 
acting is usually characterized as a style of acting in which real life experiences are used or implemented 
to bring across a more realistic and convincing image. The same logic applies to martial artists who 
perform their acquired martial arts skills to bring across a more realistic feel to the action on screen.  
  Jet Li has received intense training in the sport of modern wushu. Modern wushu can be 
generally characterized into two distinct branches: northern and southern. The northern branch 
focusses mostly on high-kicks and other leg-techniques; where the southern branch mostly focusses on 
powerful outbursts in hand- and arm-movements. Of course, this is an oversimplification, but for the 
discourse of this section in my research it will suffice. Li’s training focused only on the northern branch 
and participated in the individual taolu events. Taolu is a term that refers to compulsory routines that 
have been already created for the athlete, resulting in each athlete performing the same routine during 
a competition (see chapter 1.1). Points are awarded based on stability, display of power, speed, and 
accuracy. It goes without saying that competition was fierce in such circumstances. However, Li was 
extremely successful in this field and the results can be seen in his movements in all of his movies. The 
accuracy and precision of Li’s legs are stunning to say the least. This was also noticed by film producers 
in both Mainland China and Hong Kong. In 1982, Jet Li made his debut with The Shaolin Temple (1982). 
The appreciation of Li’s skill becomes even more evident through the fact that Li only speaks Mandarin 
and had to be dubbed, which did not result in a de-popularization of Li as an actor in Hong Kong cinema. 
His performative body sufficed.  
  The techniques Li was able to perform were not very different from what was knows before he 
made his debut, aside from one thing: high kicks. Hong Kong artists of the category ‘credible 
exaggeration’ primarily displayed low kicks that did not require a high rate of flexibility in the legs and 
the Korean (and thus Taekwondo) background of Lee, perhaps, suggests that Hong Kong actors were not 
able to kick highly and required a substitute actor with a different set of skills. Modern wushu, and 
especially the northern branch, has a lot of high kicks. In subsequent movies such as the remake of the 
Wong Fei-hung series in 1991, Li displays his abilities to the fullest for the first time, as can be seen in 
figures 18, 19 and 20.  
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Fig. 18. Once Upon a Time in China (1991) (1:41:32’). Li displays a standing split by lifting his right leg up against his 
shoulder. 
 
Fig. 19. ibid. (1:23:02’) Li performs a dual-kick on two opponents. 
 
 
Fig. 20. ibid. (1:24:52’) Li performs a high-kick. 
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As described in chapter 2.1, some sort of aesthetic and technological mediation is necessary to make the 
on-screen action look ‘real’. Authentic kungfu techniques often share this same burden, as I shall 
demonstrate through the example of the so-called 佛山无影脚 Foshan wuyingjiao ‘no-shadow-kick7 of 
Foshan’. This kick is present in most of the arsenal of all southern martial arts and is especially attributed 
to the historical figure Huang Feihong himself. The technique can be characterized through its name. ‘No 
shadow’ means that the performance of this particular kick is done in such a way that it would not leave 
a shadow. This can be interpreted in two ways, both are equally strikingly not present in the display of Li 
in fig. 21. The first interpretation would be that of ‘no visual registration’, hence no shadow. This would 
force one to perform a kick in an unsuspected way; however in fig. 21 the kick is even shouted out for 
the opponent, let alone the fact that the kicks are performed in full length of the leg. No surprise there. 
The second interpretation would be that of ‘speed’. When a kick is performed incredibly fast, there 
could be no shadow. However, the emphasis on this Foshan no-shadow-kick, seems to me, lays more on 
repetition than speed.  
  Yet, this non-realistic display of the no shadow kick is precisely what is fundamental for the 
martial arts-method actor. This display of rapid kicking techniques performed by the highly trained Li 
provides the audience with visual spectacle as never seen before. It is the introduction of Li in Hong 
Kong cinema that enabled martial arts directors to introduce an emphasis on high, rapid and very 
precise kicks. In the earlier Wong Fei-hung series, the no-shadow-kick was not even present. So the on-
screen ‘real’ action underwent significant changes through the intricate use of the martial background of 
Li.  
 
Fig. 21. Once Upon a Time in China 2 (1992) (1:18:06’). Li shouts ‘the no-shadow-kick from Foshan’ while 
repeatedly kicking his opponent in the chest during the jump off from a balcony.  
 
2.1.3 ‘Effective realism’  
Teo states that ‘it is the cinematic brilliance of directors such as Woo Ping, King Hu, Zhang Che, Lau Kar-
leong, and not so much the ‘real-kung fu’ itself, that hypostatize the martial arts’ (Teo, 2009: 81). One of 
the defining characteristics of the kungfu cinema, however, is an intense engagement with the viewers’ 
                                                             
7 The actual technique is a kick towards the shin, knee or groin from a close-range (0.5 meter), fully standing 
upright. Due to this closeness the kick is barely visible, hence ‘no shadow’. 
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body, with the corporeal materiality of the senses (Yip, 2014: 76). Hunt notes that the kungfu film is not 
only ‘a genre of bodies’ but also ‘a genre that acts on the body of the spectator’ (Hunt, 2003: 2). Yip 
elaborates on this definition in his article ‘In the Realm of the Senses: Sensory Realism, Speed, and Hong 
Kong Martial Arts Cinema’ by stating that ‘it is not enough to simply say that the martial arts film elicits 
powerful perceptual effects; what is left unaddressed is the historicity of such a visceral aesthetics, 
which varies across time and is intimately linked to changes of experimental modes in different historical 
circumstances’ (Yip, 2014: 77). The historicity of such visceral aesthetics, as I attempt to do in this thesis, 
can be approached through the analysis of the verisimilitude of specific martial arts in kungfu cinema. 
The role of the physical body of the performer in kungfu movies was redefined, again.  
  In my opinion, the new millennium gave birth to a new ‘realism’ in kungfu cinema. I like to 
define this realism by means of the following two aspects: firstly, the physical body of the performer 
ensures spectacle through the portrayal of predominantly using genuine techniques from a specific 
indigenous martial art which serves as the architectural essence of the film; secondly, realistic fight 
scenes were lifted up to another level of intensity through brutal and more gory scenes which makes the 
audience cringe at every hit an opponent receives; also known as 硬桥硬马 yingqiao yingma ‘tough and 
hard-edged’ and 拳拳到肉 quanquan daorou ‘every blow gets to the flesh’. In this sense, realism 
becomes a two-folded incentive in martial art fight-scenes: on the one hand there is the tangible ‘street 
fighting-’ or ‘effectiveness-’ factor in the style-specific techniques on screen; on the other hand the 
specific style is represented ‘truthfully’ by the actors (either as a product of intense pre-production 
training or as an already present personal expertise) instead of using the non-related ‘native skills’ of the 
‘martial-method actors’ as a cover up. The martial-method actor is no longer realistic enough and the 
introduction of an overemphasis on specific indigenous martial art techniques is dominant in this type of 
film. More importantly, this representation focusses on a practice heavily associated with Chinese 
cultural heritage, and as such, serves as a vehicle to convey nationalism. I would like to define this new 
trend as ‘effective realism’. 
  This new form, however, has not been unnoticed by scholars. David Martin-Jones sees this new 
trend of depicted realism in martial arts movies as a redefinition of the ‘recollection-image’. 
‘Recollection-image’, as explained by Martin-Jones, is a term introduced by Gilles Deleuze in 1983 and is 
best understood as ‘’a flashback in which an event in the past is recalled because it ‘matches’ an event in 
the present, often through a sensory-motor similarity […] It is a truth-affirming device, an image of 
recognition from the past that informs the present, and facilitates its continuation’’ (Martin-Jones, 2014: 
113). For example, in Inglorious Basterds (Tarantino, 2009) the glass of milk serves as the recollection-
image. The audience knows that Landa (Christoph Waltz) (a Nazi-detective that hunts Jews) recognizes 
Shoshanna (Mélanie Laurent) (a Jew that escaped a dairy farm during Landa’s inquiry), because he 
insists on her having a glass of milk which is odd in the scene since everybody is drinking coffee or tea. 
Martin-Jones’ addition to this definition is that ‘[kungfu] films can use this recollection-image slightly 
differently, to show the affective experience of learned physical memory, when martial arts training 
reappears during a fight’ (Martin-Jones, 2014: 113). It is, as such, a different way of considering the past 
as a physical memory. The martial arts as an example of the recollection-image is used to focus on ‘the 
reappearance of a stored physical memory of a practice greatly linked with cultural heritage, which is 
actualized in enactment’ (Martin-Jones, 2014: 90).  
  Wilson Yip uses ‘sensory realism’ to define this new trend in realism in martial arts film. He 
defines it as ‘a paradigmatic shift in Hong Kong martial arts films, which increasingly embraced a mode 
of sensory realism grounded not so much in visual resemblance between image and world as in the 
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correspondences between a film’s perceptual and visceral sensations and the viewers’ real-life sense 
experiences’ (Yip, 2014: 76). However, I would argue, this ‘visual resemblance between image and 
world’ does have to be taken into account considering the fact that the role of the body of the 
performer now is based on the demonstration of verisimilitude and effectiveness of indigenous martial 
arts. Almost all of the fighting action in this type of films is predominantly filled with techniques from 
genuine indigenous martial arts (instead of the opera-skills or the native-skills of martial-method actors). 
The explicit usage and performative verisimilitude of specific martial arts serves nationalistic purposes, 
which Yip does not take into account. 
  His argument is further built upon the notion that rapid industrialization and modernization in 
postwar Hong Kong brought with it a new, intensified sensory environment and generated a different 
matrix of perceptual and affective possibilities with regard to visual aesthetics (Yip, 2014: 76-80). The 
realism of a martial arts film had become more of an embodied experience, which he exemplifies: ‘the 
fighting really looks real’; ‘I can really feel the blows’ (Yip, 2014: 85). The realism in this form, he 
continues, is also a function of a more complex cinematic style capable of bringing out the power and 
speed of the on-screen action (Yip, 2014: 85). Speed plays a large role in the formal and stylistic 
structures of Hong Kong films, many of which adhere to a fast-paced rhythm in terms of shot-duration, 
dialogue, and body movement (Yip, 2014: 90). Yau suggests that all this reflects a new emerging 
narrative tied to the age of globalization, since ‘Hong Kong movies are as much about this world city’s 
paradoxes in a politically unusual and compressed time [the 1997 handover] as they are about a 
technological culture’s race for global economic opportunities and cultural capital’ (Yao: in Yip, 2014: 
90). 
  In short, effective realism is the demonstration of verisimilitude and effectiveness of indigenous 
martial arts depicted through nationalistic themes such as salvation. As such, effective realism can serve 
as a theme itself – ‘our martial art is very powerful’. 
Chapter 3: Effective realism in Ong-Bak, Ip man and The Raid 
3.1 Ong-Bak 
Ong-Bak: Muay Thai Warrior8 is a 2003 Thai production, directed by Prachya Pinkaew. The film tells the 
story of Ting, played by Phanom Yeerum (also known as Tony Jaa), who lives in the small rural 
settlement of Ban Nong Pradu. When the head of a statue sacred to his village is stolen, he has to go to 
the big city and finds himself taking on the underworld to retrieve it. During his quest he has to fight 
several Caucasian fighters in a bar as well as a Burmese bodyguard Saming (Chatthapong Pantanaunkul), 
who Ting has to fight several times. The focus of the film is not the weak storyline, but rather the intense 
and often long fight scenes. 
  Tony Jaa is highly trained in the Thai martial art Muay Thai Boran, which is a predecessor of 
Muay Thai kickboxing. Muay Thai is also known as ‘the art of the eight limbs’, which refers to the hands, 
feet, elbows, and knees. The allowed use of the knees and elbows is what specifically distinguishes 
Muay Thai from other competitive martial arts. Aside from the acrobatic stunts that Jaa displays (fig. 
22), the fight action can predominantly be labelled as filled with accurate depictions of Muay Thai 
techniques.  
  Ong-Bak is regarded as belonging to ‘New Thai Cinema’. According to Leon Hunt, one of the 
                                                             
8 Henceforth called Ong-Bak. 
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most significant contexts for New Thai Cinema was the emergence of a new nationalism in Thailand 
(Hunt, 2005: 75). The story of Ong-Bak, indeed, shows nationalistic sentiments; firstly, Ting is a very 
skilled practitioner of the indigenous Thai martial art Muay Thai and the weapons-based Krabi Krabong.  
Secondly, there are references to Thailand’s old occupier Burma. Ting overpowers his foreign bar-fight 
opponents by the superiority of Muay Thai. Moreover, Ting’s ultimate opponent is the Burmese boxer 
Saming, who is pumped with steroids to the point of near invulnerability. Yet, Ting beats him.  
 
 
 
Fig. 22. Ong-Bak 2003 (00:36:49’). 
 
 
 This ‘intense physicality’ has been brought out through specific camera work and editing. Due to 
the acrobatic performance of Tony Jaa, the framing of specific moves are generally captured by means 
of long shots which are then shown from different angles in slow-motion, as can be seen in figures 23, 
24 and 25. 
  Indeed, the focus on the elbow- and knee-techniques is very evident in every fight scene. The 
specific reference to Muay Thai is evident in the practice routine of Ting in the beginning of the film, in 
the first time he is forced to use his skill and shouts out the name of the specific technique, in his first 
fight with Saming which is set up in a Muay Thai ring, and in the final fight with Saming where we see 
extensive focus on knees and lowkicks aimed at the legs (fig. 26). 
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Fig. 23. ibid. (00:46:21’). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 24. ibid. (00:46:21’). 
   30 
 
 
Fig. 25. ibid. (00:46:22’). 
 
 
 
Fig. 26. ibid. (1:31:32’). 
The overemphasis on knee- and elbow techniques is furthermore dominant in every fight scene; every 
final attack that knocks out the opponent is either an elbow- or knee-technique (figures 27 and 28).  
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Fig. 27. ibid. (00:52:22’). 
 
Fig. 28. ibid. (1:34:36’). 
Every blow directly addresses the corporeal experience of the audience, because the moment of impact 
is depicted in full and repeatedly shown in slow-motion. Actors often receive full attacks to their heads, 
which is amplified through the usage of white powder at the moment of impact, but even more evident 
in the scene where Ting attacks a motorcyclist with a jumped knee-attack which results in the cyclist’s 
helm splitting (fig. 29).  
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Fig. 29. ibid. (1:20:42’). 
It is through these visceral depictions of specific Muay Thai techniques, performed by a highly skilled 
practitioner of Muay Thai, that the overwhelming power of this national heritage becomes evident. 
Especially since this depiction serves the goal of projecting superiority over Caucasian fighting styles and 
over the imagery of Burmese occupation. The effective realism becomes evident through the focus on 
verisimilitude in terms of performance and performer in combination with the theme of Thai 
nationalism, which is manifested in the stereotypical representation of Caucasians; as well as the 
reference to the Burmese occupation, which is embodied in the character of Saming.  
   
3.2 Ip Man 
Ip Man is a 2008 Hong Kong production, directed by Wilson Yip that focuses on the historical 咏春拳 
yongchun quan (or Wingchun in Cantonese) master 叶问 Ip Man (Ye Wen, 1893-1972), played by 
Donnie Yen. Ip Man is known for his excellent kungfu skills and is revered throughout Foshan, in which 
many other martial arts masters run their own schools. The barbaric Jin (Fan Siu-Wong) from the North 
comes to Foshan to challenge these masters and is able to beat them all, except Ip Man. After the 
Japanese occupation of Foshan in 1938, Ip is forced to work as a laborer to support his family. The 
Chinese workers are offered to fight Japanese soldiers in exchange for food; Ip takes on ten soldiers 
simultaneously and beats them up brutally. After Ip defends his wife from impending rape, he is 
captured and fights the Japanese general Miura (Hiroyuki Ikeuchi), whom he defeats.  
  Donnie Yen trained six months with grandmaster 叶准 Ip Chun (Ye Zhun) (the elder son of Ip 
Man) in order to ensure verisimilitude in the bodily performance. Yip Chun himself said: ‘His technique is 
good, I cannot find any mistakes’ (Yip Chun, 2008). Wingchun is a southern Chinese martial arts style 
that can be characterized as primarily engaging in short-range distance from an upright position. Its 
arsenal consists primarily of arm- and hand-techniques which are executed in rapid succession. Essential 
in the concept of the Wingchun style is to keep your opponent under constant pressure. This idea 
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consists of two manifestations: (1) never move backwards, and (2) impale the opponent with a chain-
like salvo of attacks. This way, ‘an opponent’s space is eaten up as if the practitioner were an amoeba’ 
(Chu e.a., 1998: 24). 
  Apart from the fact that the representational verisimilitude of Wingchun in Ip Man serves 
nationalistic purposes, the theme of nationalism is also particularly evident in the historical setting of 
the Japanese occupation. However, the character Ip Man as a local hero is conveyed differently than we 
know from, for example, Wong Fei-hung. In a 2008 interview Donnie Yen remarked: ‘the goal of the film 
was to present the Chinese audience with a new type of hero’ (Yen, 2008). As juxtaposed against the 
previously admired humane hero Wong Fei-hung, Ip Man is more reclusive and not particularly engaged 
with the local community, including the martial arts community in Foshan. His motives to engage in any 
endeavor are solely based on the strong affiliation he has with his family. However, Ip does finally 
engage in fights with the Japanese army after a fellow martial arts master was shot, which expresses a 
strongly felt connection with the cultural tradition of the martial arts. This moment serves as a pivotal 
point in the film and is visualized by the most spectacular scene in which Ip Man simultaneously takes on 
ten Japanese soldiers. In this scene we see clear examples of visceral realism, as demonstrated in figures 
30 and 31. Another example of Ip Man as a local hero becomes clear in the appearance of northern 
master Jin, who is dressed raggedly and speaks Mandarin. His character serves as a stereotyped image 
of the barbaric north, something that is directly juxtaposed against the civil and composed character of 
the southern Ip Man.         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 30: Ip Man 2008 (00:59:07’).    
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Fig. 31: ibid. (00:58:58’). 
As mentioned, Wingchun lends itself particularly well for attacks in quick succession. Speed, thus, is 
essential in this martial art; swift changes in camera angles as well as fast editing reinforce the speedy 
sensation of the fight scenes. However, since Wingchun techniques are performed in close-range, 
establishing-shots are primarily used to capture all that is happening in a fight scene (figures 32 and 33). 
 
Fig. 32: ibid. (00:28:56’) 
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Fig. 33: ibid. (1:36:42’) 
Occasionally there is a deep-focus shot to capture the visceral realism as illustrated in figure 30. It can 
also serve to highlight a specific technique as illustrated in figures 34 and 35. Overall, the amoeba-like 
interaction with the opponent is evidently present in almost every fight scene; Ip Man does not step 
backward but rather ‘curls’ around his opponent when parrying an attack (fig. 35). 
 
 
           
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 34: ibid. (00:28:58’).  
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Fig. 35: ibid. (00:29:33’). 
When taking up Yip’s notion of speed in sensory-realism, it is not so hard to see why Wingchun 
specifically is a southern Chinese martial art that lends itself perfectly considering the fast body 
movements and chain-like attacks. The choice of this Hong Kong martial art resonates with the 
reintegration of cultural heritage from a lost local identity. As observed by Martin-Jones: ‘Ip Man 
attempts to return stored physical memories to an audience, who have to some extent lost touch with 
these physical memories’ (Martin-Jones, 2014: 116). 
  Considering that Donnie Yen studied Wingchun intensively to ensure a realistic performance, 
the portrayal of the specific techniques and concepts from this style, the visceral realism in which the 
effectiveness of Wingchun in terms of speed and superiority over other local and foreign martial art 
styles is conveyed, as well as reintroducing a piece of ‘forgotten’ cultural heritage, the proposed 
effective realism is thus evidently present in Ip Man.  
 
3.3 The Raid 
In this last part of this chapter I would like to briefly shed light upon another interesting example of the 
above demonstrated trend of effective realism as the new trend in martial arts movies in a globalized 
setting. In 2011 Indonesia brought us The Raid: Redemption9, directed by Gareth Evans. In The Raid, 
Rama (Iko Uwais) is a member of S.W.A.T.10 that becomes trapped in a tenement run by a ruthless and 
corrupt mobster with his army of killers and thugs. Unknown to the team, Rama’s lieutenant Wahyu 
(Pierre Gruno) undertook this mission as a ‘clean-up’ so he could climb higher up the hierarchical ladder 
in the police force. The team gets trapped and has to fight its way through the building in order to 
                                                             
9 Henceforth called The Raid. 
10 ‘Special Weapons And Tactics’; a term for law enforcement units which uses specialized or military equipment 
and tactics. 
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survive.  
  Iko Uwais is highly skilled in the Indonesian martial art of pencak silat. Pencak silat is an 
umbrella term that encompasses many different styles, yet some general remarks can be made on 
specific overall characteristics. Generally speaking, pencak silat primarily deals with an opponent in a 
close-range encounter and specifically focusses its attacks on the lower-body (legs). This closeness in 
distance effectively results in a specific arsenal of applicable techniques, namely elbow punches, joint 
locks, knee kicks, and flooring techniques. The closeness in combat is also the focus of modern military 
training. As the storyline is built upon a S.W.A.T. mission, it is exactly in this military setting we see 
pencak silat flourish in The Raid. 
  In this film, Indonesian nationalistic sentiments of salvation from corruption appear, in 
particular corruption in the police forces. Indonesia is notorious for its corrupted public sector. 
According to a 2003 report of the Word Bank group, evidence of corruption within the civil service 
comes from surveys conducted within the sector. Some surveys found out that almost half were found 
to have received bribes and civil servants themselves admit to corruption (Lateef, 2003: 10). In The Raid, 
the persona of Rama’s lieutenant Wahyu is the embodiment of the corrupted civil service. When the 
thugs notice the ongoing raid in the building one of them says to his superior ‘what the hell is the matter 
with you?! You don’t shoot cops, you BUY them!’ Rama’s character is similar to Ip Man: noble, 
composed, respectful, and loyal to his family. The last scene of the movie emphasizes his moral 
character when Rama chooses the righteous path of serving the police force honestly above his love for 
his brother. 
  Interestingly, the director Gareth Evans is a Welshman who lived in Jakarta for several years 
attempting to make a documentary on pencak silat. In the process of research he encountered Iko 
Uwais and decided to turn the project into the film The Raid. However the film still displays a 
documentary approach. This is not only visible through the realistic representation of pencak silat 
techniques, but also in the fact that there is no stereotypical depiction of Westerners as the oppressor; 
the oppressor is the Indonesian corrupt police force. The movie portrays a powerful message of the 
need for salvation through application of indigenous power, both in moral standards and the application 
of an Indonesian martial art. Nationalism through bodily performance, thus, becomes a theme in the 
movie.  
  The indigenous Indonesian martial art pencak silat is implemented as the vehicle to convey 
effective realism. Especially since every fight scene is shot in either a narrow hallway or a small room. 
Military weaponry such as fire weapons, knives, and police sticks are also explicitly used to their full 
potential. The fact that there is no dialogue in or prior to a fight scene puts even more focus on the 
display of Indonesian martial arts. The only dialogue before a fight scene kicks off is an explanation of 
Mad Dog (Yayan Ruhian) on why he dislikes fire weapons and prefers hand-to-hand combat: ‘I never 
really liked using these [firearms]. Takes away the rush’. The emphasis on lower-body attacks to bring 
the opponent down, as well as fights that are executed on the floor (figures 36, 37, 38), prove the 
dominant position pencak silat has in the choreography.  
  In terms of effective realism The Raid contains a lot of unforgiving scenes that show multiple 
knife stabs, breaking of limbs, and a head repeatedly bashed against a wall which results in smashing the 
skull. The intensity of the effectiveness of the portrayed martial arts is extreme to say the least. This is 
even more amplified by swift camera work and editing techniques that firstly show an establishing shot 
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quickly followed by a deep-focus shot to really capture the intensity of the martial arts action (figures 
39, 40). The ‘excuse’ for the depicted violence is the battle against corruption, and since the focus of the 
film is the depiction of the effectiveness of pencak silat, perhaps the message to the audience is that of 
national salvation through cultural heritage that embodies moral superiority. 
 
Fig. 36. The Raid (00:55:12’). 
 
Fig. 37. ibid. (1:25:50’). 
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Fig. 38. ibid. (1:26:26’). 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 39. ibid. (00:38:03’). 
 
   40 
 
 
Fig. 40. ibid. (00:38:03’) 
 
Chapter 4: A global trend 
In 1973 Bruce Lee’s Enter the Dragon was released, and this moment was paramount for both martial 
arts in general as well as martial arts cinema. First of all because this film was a Sino-American co-
production. This has led to Lee acquiring the status of being the axiomatic figure in any discussion on the 
late 20th internationalization of the Chinese fighting arts, and Enter the Dragon has had a profound 
effect on the place of the Chinese martial arts in Western popular culture (Tasker, 1996: 450). The so 
called ‘kungfu craze’ was initialized by this legendary figure (in co-occurrence with his untimely death), 
and the release of this iconic movie. Before the 70’s, nobody in the Western world knew of the 
existence of hand-to-hand Chinese combat systems11. The producers of Enter the Dragon insisted on a 
diverse cast based on the fear of the reception had there been one single Asian protagonist, which 
resulted in a three-folded storyline between three protagonists played by Bruce Lee, John Saxon, and 
Jim Kelly. This construction had a profound effect on the possibilities for personal and community 
empowerment, since the martial arts were portrayed as accessible to everyone regardless of their racial, 
economical, national, or social background (Tasker, 1996: 448; Judkins, 2015). This non-biased nature, in 
my opinion, is exemplified in Lee’s philosophy on martial arts in general, which can be summarized as 
                                                             
11 Benjamin Judkins is recently conducting a survey of Black Belt Magazine in which preliminary findings suggest 
that during the 1960’s, almost all of the discussions focused on the Japanese martial arts systems, especially Judo 
versus Karate. After the appearance of Bruce Lee in The Green Hornet and Enter the Dragon, according to Judkins, 
we see the appreciation of Chinese martial arts in Western popular culture (excerpt from Martial Arts Studies: An 
International Interdisciplinary Conference 2015 [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kkvaa0sJYno, last accessed 
on 04-19-2016]).   
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‘absorb what is useful’. By this he means there is no superior martial art style; it is only the talent(s) and 
characteristics of the individual that dictate personal skill. This notion of an unbiased approach towards 
martial arts and people in general which was evident in Enter the Dragon as well as the philosophy of 
Lee’s fighting style, can be metaphorically seen as a revelation  ̶  which ipso facto made Lee into a 
prophet who was snatched away at the very moment of revelation. Judkins, in his conference talk 
‘Imagining Ip Man: Globalization and the Growth of Wing Chun Kung Fu’ at the 2015 Martial Arts 
Studies Conference, states that the above resulted in a large group of followers that wanted to come to 
terms with Lee’s message and the only way to engage in this new idea of ‘unbiasedness’ is to look back, 
since his death obstructed any future engagement with him or his ideology.  
  Chinese martial arts, through Bruce Lee and Enter the Dragon, could be considered examples of 
what is called ‘The pizza effect’ in religious studies and sociology. It is a term used especially for the 
phenomenon of elements of a nation or people's culture being transformed or at least more fully 
embraced elsewhere, then re-imported back to their culture of origin as a distinct property of this (local) 
cultural identity. Judkins states that Bruce Lee himself, martial arts in general, as well as martial arts 
instructions were commoditized after Lee’s death, due to the wave of enthusiasm that was unleashed 
by Lee’s sudden eruption into the popular consciousness (Judkins, 2015). As a result Chinese martial arts 
became immensely popular in the west and as such were becoming major beneficiaries of this, 
especially Wingchun (Judkins, 2015). Judkins then asks the question what are some of the other more 
material factors that may have facilitated Wing Chun’s spread throughout the international system? He 
claims that:  
  ‘Hong Kong had traditionally been a major transit port for trade between Western markets and China. As   
  a result residents of Hong Kong were [uniquely] connected to global markets. […] A number of Ip Man’s  
  younger students in the 1950’s and 1960’s […] traveled to North America, Europe or Australia to pursue  
  additional educational opportunities. […] When the Bruce Lee phenomenon hit in the early 1970s, there  
  were already a number of individuals studying and working in various Western cities who were able to  
  take on students and begin to teach the Wing Chun system. The transnational flow of labor […] was  
  critical to Wing Chun’s eventual success’ (Judkins, 2015). 
Thus, Chinese martial arts, especially Wingchun, became a commodity which shaped the landscape of 
Western understanding of this Chinese cultural heritage.  
  This brings me to the idea of orientalism. Said defines orientalism as a systematic 
misrepresentation of the Orient, which geographically deals with the Middle-East, but this can be 
generalized to the Far East. European literature and culture have their own way of dealing with notions 
from the Orient by oversimplifying and stereotyping them, which in turn have little to do with the 
factual geographical and cultural realities of the Orient. These false representations influenced the 
Western understanding and conceptualization of the ‘otherness’ of the Orient (See Said, 1978). This 
conceptualization of the other includes the Chinese martial arts. The example of the stereotype of an 
innate ability to know kungfu solely because a person has an ‘Asian appereance’ speaks for itself. Yet, 
the introduction of the Chinese martial arts to the Western public can also be seen as merely a cultural 
encounter. It did, through Bruce Lee and the following kungfu craze, open ‘cultural doors’. In fact, Lee’s 
martial arts philosophy, interestingly, simultaneously enabled the Western audience to deconstruct the 
idea of mysticism or ‘hidden Oriental secrets’ in Chinese martial arts. The previously mentioned idea of 
   42 
 
‘absorb what it useful’ plays a quintessential part in de-mystifying or realistifying Chinese martial arts in 
general. The absorption of the useful is to be defined as a quest for the most useful, or in other words 
most pragmatic or most effective ways of combat.  
  Peter Beyer’s definition of globalization is ‘as an increased flow of [ideas] between previously 
isolated communities’ (Beyer, 1994). The process through which this flow is able to manifest itself is that 
of ‘professionalizing and rationalizing’ (see Beyer, 1994), and this is exactly how Chinese martial arts 
became re-conceptualized by means of realistification. The quest for the ultimate fighting style, or most 
effective fighting style, is embodied in the founding of the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) in 
1993. In this championship individuals are put into an almost free-of-rules ring in which they can test 
their fighting styles against each other. The result of this martial quest is the emergence of Mixed 
Martial Arts (MMA), the ‘most realistic fighting style known to man’. In other words, the discourse on 
martial arts becomes more scientific and less cultural. This process is exemplified in the emergence of 
several television shows like Discovery’s Fight Quest (2007) and Chris Crudelli’s Mind, Body and Kickass 
Moves (2004) in which martial artists and military trained hosts go to several locations around the globe 
to learn and test different martial arts. This trend signifies a marginalization of the interest in the 
formerly unknown ‘mystical other’. However, this brings up several questions in relation to orientalism. 
For instance, is this scientific approach not just merely a form of westernization and as such yet another 
example of orientalist engagement? The short answer in my view would be ‘yes’, because a scientific 
approach is not per se the general ethos of engaging the martial arts from a martial artist’s 
perspective12.  
  I would argue for Chinese martial arts as a vehicle of ‘Chineseness’ (i.e. that what defines one as 
being Chinese) that facilitates the idea of Occidentalism well. Occidentalism refers to and identifies 
representations of the Western world (the Occident) in two ways: as dehumanizing stereotypes of the 
Western world; and as ideological representations of the West. It is the ‘counterpart’ of Orientalism. The 
effective realism in kungfu cinema, in terms of displays of primitive masculinity as well as brutal and 
gory details through applications of specific indigenous martial arts, lends itself well to be juxtaposed to 
the stereotypical body of the Western male. We see this in Ip Man 2 (2011) in the character of Twister, 
as well as in Fearless (2006) in the character of O’Brien. Both these characters are stereotyped as 
extremely muscular, loud, angry, and only know Western boxing.  
  Chinese filmmakers portray specific Chinese martial arts in a primitive way of brutal hand-to-
hand combat films with explicit details, especially the notions of yingqiao yingma and quanquan daorou, 
which I have described in detail in chapter 2.1.3. Chow takes up this notion of Occidentalism by making a 
compelling argument that the format of films lends itself particularly well for enabling expressions of 
these primitive passions, a summarized quote:  
  ‘The invest in the primitive emerges at the moment of technological cultural crisis. In such a context  
  phantasies of an origin arise that deal with attributions of what stand for ‘that original something’ that  
  has been lost such as the animal, the savage, the countryside, the indigenous, the people […]. This  
                                                             
12 I mean this in the context of real-life practice of the martial arts. Martial arts legacy, in general, is an oral 
tradition, which is problematic when talking about authenticity and factual accuracy. Secondly because many 
practitioners of the martial arts do not engage in combative practices and merely train for health beneficiary 
reasons. Judgements on factuality are not based on empirical evidence, but rather corporeally experience-based.  
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  reconstruction acts, then, as a point of common knowledge and reference that was there prior to our  
  present existence. The primitive as the figure for this irretrievable common place is thus always an  
  invention after the fact of fabrication of the pre[modern] that occurs in the time of the post[modern].  
  (Chow, 1995: 289).  
She concludes by stating that ‘this structure of feeling finds its most appropriate material expression in  
film’ (Chow, 1995: 289), and I think her argument is valid, especially when taking Yip’s explanation on 
‘sensory realism’ into account when he says that ‘the experience lying at the core of modern life [that 
can be defined as rapid change], enhances our understanding of visceral aesthetic and the profound 
relations it has with the new matrices of perception opened up by processes of modernization’ (Yip, 
2014: 97).  
  Yao underlines this by saying that the unique position Hong Kong appropriated after 1997 
served as a motivation to address global economic opportunities and cultural capital (Yao, in Yip, 2014). 
Which, in terms, could have resulted in a newly found appreciation of the visceral performance of 
indigenous martial arts, which I have defined as ‘effective realism’ and directly addresses the corporeal 
sensations of the audience as well as conveying a nationalistic sentiment through the reconnection with 
what Chow defines as ‘that lost original something’. Following Martin-Jones’ interpretation of Deleuze’s 
‘recollection-image’, the martial arts are an example of the recollection-image, which is used to focus on 
‘the reappearance of a stored physical memory of a practice associated with cultural heritage, which is 
actualized in enactment’ (Martin-Jones, 2014: 90). A lost appreciation of elements that formulate 
Chow’s ‘phantasised cultural self’ is rediscovered through a flashback-like window into the past, which 
addresses present struggles with cultural identity. The verisimilitude in the display of specific martial 
arts techniques, then, have to be taken into account, as they are explicitly researched, choreographed, 
and carried out by performative bodies which translate this notion of cultural heritage into a vehicle that 
serves to bring across a message of ‘empowerment through national tradition‘ (‘our martial art is 
superior to yours’). 
  The increasing focus on effective realism in the fight scenes in Hong Kong kungfu movies, thus, 
can be seen as a new trend. In fact, this process of modernization and the valuation of the primitive in 
martial arts cinema does not just pertain to Hong Kong alone. In the beginning of the new millennium, 
Thailand produced Ong-Bak and Indonesia brought us The Raid. Both of these movies, similarly to Ip 
Man, utilized this primitivism in martial arts cinema to convey nationalism, I would argue. Hollywood is 
also picking up on this new trend in martial art action cinema with productions as Man of Taichi (2013). 
Much can be said about this film and especially questions that deal with reception of it in Hong Kong 
and Mainland China come to mind and implications on the notion of ‘reversed cultural flow’. 
Unfortunately, however, the scope of such endeavors reaches beyond the range of this research. 
  
   44 
 
Conclusion 
In this thesis I have attempted to answer the following question: ‘what function does verisimilitude 
serve in fight scenes in Hong Kong kungfu cinema?’ At the base of my argument laid the hypothesis that 
verisimilitude, throughout the relatively short history of kungfu cinema, is present in the depiction of 
specific martial arts in kungfu films and that it underwent a progressive line towards an accurate 
representation of the specific martial art a film claims to be portraying.   
  I began by stressing the importance of correct definitions of martial arts, kungfu, wushu and 
wuxia, after which I provided a small synopsis on the position of Chinese martial arts in Chinese identity 
or ‘Chineseness’, which proved evidently present throughout the ages, however fluctuating. The 
introduction of ‘real fighting’ in Hong Kong cinema as a progressive step in the trend of verisimilitude 
has led to the transposition of the kungfu genre from the wuxia genre. As I went on, I have 
demonstrated that this new idea of implementing ‘real fighting’ is generally approached through socio-
historical logic; and not per se taking up the specifics of the performative body of the actor into the 
equation. In the genre of kungfu films, the axis of the action on screen is the bodily performance of the 
actor.  
  As I have attempted to demonstrate, this performance follows a trend that sprung from the 
traditional opera-stylized aesthetics, which I have defined as ‘credible exaggeration’. The performative 
body of the ‘martial-method actor’ distinguishes itself from the prior category by means of incorporating 
the real-life martial arts background of the actor, which is not opera-based, into the visual spectacle. The 
third and last category of bodily performance is the effective realism, which encompasses the symbiotic 
relationship between the representations of an indigenous martial art as almost tangibly ‘deadly’, and 
the emphasis on the accurate representation of the implemented indigenous martial arts. This two-
folded sword, then, acts as a vehicle which could convey nationalistic sentiments; ‘Our martial art is 
superior to your martial art’. However, in the provided examples of Ong-Bak, Ip Man and The Raid, the 
storylines, weak as they may be, need to have some sort of nationalistic content in order to serve as an 
‘excuse’ for the graphic depictions of deadly effectiveness. This illustrates the need for socio-historical 
references as a platform on which, only then, effective realism can come to light. In the final chapter I 
have attempted to demonstrate that Chinese martial arts, through Bruce Lee and his master Ip Man, 
have become ‘a Chinese pizza’, which led to the re-introduction of a mighty piece of cultural heritage 
with the Chinese people. 
  In short, verisimilitude in the performative body of the actor serves as the catalyst for an 
experience of nationalistic empowerment, can function as a cultural bridge, and perhaps, lets a Chinese 
audience reconnect with ‘lost cultural heritage’.  
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